ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
he Internet plays a crucial role in building corporate brand reputation all over the world in today's market. According to Singha, Veron-Jackson, and Cullinane (2008), the emergence, proliferation, and ubiquity of the Internet have not only transformed businesses, but also altered the relationship between business and customers. This means that the manner in which companies are communicating their brands to consumers is different from the past.
Advances in technology have helped to migrate company and consumer relationships to an interactive level, where technology contributes to brand building by creating and sustaining a long-term relationship with the customer (Singha et al., 2008) . However, giving consumers the opportunity to voice their opinion will not always lead to positive word-of-mouth and can threaten companies' good image and reputation with their consumers (Wilson, 2012a) . De Bruyn & Lilien (2008) maintain that with the growth and evolution of the Internet, electronic peer-to-peer referrals have become an important phenomenon, and marketers have tried to exploit their potential through viral marketing campaigns.
Viral marketing exploits existing social media and networks by encouraging customers to share product information with their friends (Leskovec, Admic, & Huberman, 2008) . While viral marketing can help a brand grow quickly and cheaply, it carries more risk than that of building a brand based on relevance and relationships (Aaker, 2004) . This marketing strategy uses customers in a specific market to promote a product (Richardson & Domingos, 2012) .
It is generally agreed that viral marketing involves the spreading of a marketing message via 'word of mouse,' ensuring that the receivers have the interest to pass along the message to their acquaintances (Kaikati & 
AIM AND OBJECTIVES

Aim
The main aim of this research was to analyse and emphasise the importance of viral marketing on corporate brand reputation, evaluate the impact of viral marketing on corporate brand reputation, and the extent of the impact.
Objectives

to explore the impact of viral marketing on corporate brand reputation  to identify factors influencing the use of viral marketing to build corporate brand reputation, and to what extent these factors affect corporate brand reputation
LITERATURE REVIEW
Definition of Viral Marketing
The term 'Viral Marketing' describes the phenomenon by which consumers mutually share and spread marketing relevant information initially sent out deliberately by markets to stimulate and capitalize on word-ofmouth behaviour (Van der Lans, van Bruggen, Eliashberg, & Wierenga, 2010). Viral marketing is viewed by some as word-of-mouth advertising in which customers tell other customers about products and services (Ehlers, in Du Plessis, Strydom, & Jooste, 2012). Wilson (2012b) identifies the broader definition of viral marketing as any strategy that encourages individuals to pass on a marketing message to others, creating potential growth in the message's exposure and influence. He continues that, as with viruses, such strategies take advantage of rapid multiplication to explode the message to thousands and millions. Rouse (2007) maintains that viral marketing is any marketing technique that induces websites or users to pass on a marketing message to other sites or users, creating a potentially exponential growth in the message's visibility and effect. Kaplan & Haenlein (2011) further define it as 'electronic word-of-mouth' whereby some form of marketing message related to a company, brand, or product is transmitted in an exponentially growing way, often through the use of social media applications."
Corporate Brand Reputation
The corporate brand is special because it explicitly and unambiguously represents an organization as well as a product (Aaker, 2004) . Change, driven by technology, market trends, and innovation of every type, is accelerated by the company media strategy (Aaker, 2011) . This translates to companies needing to be very careful about the media and media strategy they use when communicating their brands to consumers. Corporate brands and their reputations are important assets in enabling organisations to exploit opportunities and mitigate threats (Argenti and Druckenmiller, 2004) . According to Abimbola and Kocak, (2007) , branding and reputation-building are key As with viruses, viral marketing strategies take advantage of rapid multiplication to explode the message to thousands or millions of 'victims.' Viral marketing campaigns work best between groups with strong common interests, which implies that these campaigns allow marketers to spread selective messages to selective groups. By using viral marketing tactics carefully, marketers may avoid negative reactions and gain an excellent return on investment, increasing the reach of a marketing message to a targeted group that is much larger than the audience originally covered.
Viral marketing is increasingly popular for three reasons:
 Entire social networks are online today as a large number of everybody's friends and family members have started to use Web 2.0, or will soon.
 Conducting marketing to individuals online is virtually cost-free and it is possible for each individual to contact hundreds more without much effort or cost.  Online posts or comments can potentially have an impact on company sales and reputation, no matter how insignificant the entry may seem to be (Rice, 2010).
Hutchings (2012) indicates that use of the new media in the commercial context can be an effective and powerful business tool because it gives companies the opportunity to convey information, promote brands or products, or make a sales pitch in a more subtle manner than traditional marketing. Once a company is on Facebook, the aspect of anonymity is no longer possible (Anon, 2011), as anyone can access confidential information about the company. The company's competition is also able to obtain this information and use it against the particular company, which can potentially damage the company's corporate reputation; moreover, social media places companies in a vulnerable position when it comes to security (Anon, 2011) . Hackers, for example, can create an online swindle which can deceive people. These online swindles can pose a potential threat to a company's reputation because people will be deceived and the company will be held responsible for whatever damage the swindle may have caused.
Elements of Viral Marketing Strategy
Wilson (2012a) highlights the following important elements of viral marketing:

Give away products and service: Most viral marketing programs give away valuable products or services to attract attention.  Easy transfer to others: A viral marketing message must be easy to transfer and replicate via email, website, graphic, or software downloads.  Scalability from small to very large: To spread like wildfire, the transmission method must be rapidly scalable from small to very large. 
Viral Marketing and Internal/External Environment
Marketing is important in the early, vulnerable years of business, as it provides a vital interface between the firm and its external environment (Stokes, 2000) . According to Fatoki and Garwe (2010) , South African businesses are severely affected by internal (access to finance, management skills, networking, investment information technology, and cost of production) and external (economic environment, markets, infrastructure, technology, political and legal, socio-demographics, and regulations) environmental factors that can and will have an impact on a business communication strategy with its potential customers.
The literature review was used as the source of information to formulate the questionnaire, while a combination of closed-and open-ended questions was used. Space was provided at the end of each question as a means of inclusion of any other open-ended questions in order to obtain relevant information. The final usable sample is shown in Table 1 , in terms of stratum control characteristics. A mixed approach of qualitative and quantitative techniques was used to collect primary data. In order to standardise the conditions under which the questionnaires were completed, research assistants in the selected provinces were recruited and trained as field workers. Questionnaires were hand-delivered to 75 companies in four provinces, with interviews conducted in the Eastern Cape, North West, KwaZulu-Natal, and Gauteng Provinces. Table 1 is a profile of the final usable sample. The geographic area in which the respondents' companies are located is illustrated in Table 1 , as is the sales turnover per year category in which the company falls. In this regard, sales turnover is defined as the gross sales revenue per year, before expenses and taxes. The table shows a reasonable spread across the four geographic areas between companies in the different provinces.
A literature review was used to develop the questionnaire, which was later used as the measuring instrument for this study. Table 2 summarises the main questions used to collect primary data. Figure 5 shows that more than half of the respondents (42) pointed to a lack of knowledge and experience of viral marketing (56 percent) and 17 (23 percent) indicated limited funds as the problem in their viral marketing abilities/activities. While six (eight percent) said they never thought about using viral marketing, 10 (13 percent) do not know why their companies should use viral marketing.
Figure 5: Respondents' Abilities/Activities of Using Viral Marketing
As shown in Figure 6 , there are a number of environmental factors that affect viral marketing activities of a company, including financial resources, socio-demographics, technology, economics, political and legal, competition, and natural environment. A large number of the respondents (23) indicated financial resources (31 percent), technology 27 (36 percent), and economics 10 (13 percent) as being the main factors that affect their viral marketing activities. Figure 7 illustrates that 46 (62 percent) of the respondents agree that their companies gain more popularity through the use of a viral marketing platform. Nine (12 percent) strongly agree with this statement, 13 (17 percent) are neutral, three (four percent) disagree, and four (five percent) strongly disagree.
Figure 7: Company Gains More Popularity through a Viral Marketing Platform
The results, as shown in Figure 8 , illustrate that 37 (50 percent) disagree and 10 (13 percent) strongly disagree that their companies acquire more referrals and a good reputation through the use of viral marketing, while 13 (17 percent) are neutral, 10 (13 percent) agree, and five (seven) strongly agree. Figure 11 illustrates that 29 (38 percent) of the respondents strongly agree and 21 (27 percent) agree that viral marketing is used as a source of information about the company. Ten (13 percent) of the respondents are neutral about the statement, while 10 (13 percent) disagree and seven (nine percent) strongly disagree.
Figure 11: Viral Marketing is Used as a Source of Information about the Business/Company
As illustrated in Figure 12 , 29 (39 percent) of the respondents disagree and 25 (33 percent) strongly disagree that it is easy to control information coming via viral marketing with regard to their companies. Eight (11 percent) are neutral and a small percentage (17 percent) agree (nine) and strongly agree (four). The results, as shown in Figure 13 , illustrate that 25 (33 percent) of the respondents disagree and 27 (36 percent) strongly disagree that information and brand reputation about their companies have increased due to the use of viral marketing. Eleven (15 percent) of the respondents are neutral, while seven (nine percent) strongly agree and five (seven percent) agree. The results illustrated in Figure 15 show that most respondents disagree that viral marketing has helped them to build a strong relationship with their target market, with 28 (38 percent) disagreeing and 16 (21 percent) strongly disagreeing. However, 10 (13 percent) are neutral, 12 (16 percent) agree and nine (12 percent) strongly agree. 
LIMITATIONS
This study did not cover all companies in all provinces in South Africa and was limited to only four provinces -the Eastern Cape, North West, KwaZulu-Natal, and Gauteng. Therefore, the results of the study cannot be generalized to all South African companies. Due to the size of South Africa, as well as social attributes and geographical profiles, it was difficult to research every company in every province; therefore, further research needs to include a large sample of other companies in other provinces.
In many cases, various tools, such as buzz, word-of-mouth, and guerrilla, are being used as a part of viral marketing. However, in principle, viral marketing is to spread the word and encourage people to pass the message. Though this new form of communication is encouraged by new trends in internet users' lives, the majority of South African companies do not believe that viral marketing builds a strong relationship with their target customers nor that it increases their brand reputation. It was further found that they also believe it is not easy to control information obtained via viral marketing.
RECOMMENDATIONS
In order to enable South African companies to improve their use of viral marketing as a brand reputation promotional tool, it is recommended that more needs to be done to promote online, community, entrepreneurial knowledge skills. South African marketing managers must have thorough knowledge of the market environment; they need to know who their customers are, what they buy, how they buy, where they buy, and when they buy in order to understand and apply the right mode of communication.
It is recommended that South African marketing managers should encourage their companies to fully utilise viral marketing with the aid of social networking websites and other social media outlets such as Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and individual blogs. Company marketing managers must notify target customers/users about the company social network websites' terms and conditions in place, which govern the use of the company website, to minimize negative comments. Company newsletters should also be supplied to communities in order to teach them about good communications ethics, including communicating through websites.
